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T/W
The Evolution from Mentor Texts to Critical
Mentor Text Sets
Margaret O. Opatz and Elizabeth T. Nelson
University of Utah
An integral part of writing instruction is using mentor texts (Dean, 2021;
Graham & Perin, 2007). Using models to teach speaking and writing has a long
history, dating back to the classical period as philosophers from this time often
reference the importance imitation has on learning to speak and write (Farrell, 2003).
Teacher scholars also stress the ways that mentor texts can be used to support students
in composing in real-world genres and learning to use writing techniques from real
writers (Gallagher, 2011; Marchetti & O’Dell, 2015). For these reasons, we (Margaret
and Liz) designed the undergraduate writing methods course we co-teach to utilize
mentor texts in multiple ways.
Over the course of a semester, to introduce preservice teachers to a range of
genres often found outside school, we require them to respond to their readings in five
genres. For example, preservice teachers compose one of their reading responses in
the form of an advice column in which they write both a letter to an advice columnist
presenting a question or problem they surmise from their readings and then compose
a response from the advice columnist, using the readings to support the advice they
provide. To prepare preservice teachers to write in genres that are often unfamiliar to
them, we model how to conduct genre studies and have them practice investigating
genres, reflecting on how they can use these teaching practices in their future
classrooms.
In addition to using mentor texts to prepare preservice teachers to write their
reading response papers, we also use them when we model mini-lessons in writer’s
notebook time. One of the tenets of our course is that writing teachers should be
writers themselves, so we spend 10-15 minutes each class period working in our
writer’s notebooks. During this time, we teach a short mini-lesson, often using a
mentor text, and then ask preservice teachers to try out different techniques in their
writing. We then reflect on the process and consider ways to adapt the instruction
with their future students.
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Finally, one of the components of the cumulative writing unit plan assignment
preservice teachers complete for the course is a mentor text set. Preservice teachers
collect a cluster of mentor texts that can support student writing in the unit they
design. While we have included mentor text sets both for instructional and planning
purposes since we began teaching writing methods for preservice teachers, our
intentionality with our mentor text sets has greatly evolved through our professional
and personal learning experiences as doctoral students. This article presents our
experiences with how the mentor text set component in a larger writing unit evolved
over time as a way to teach our students how to implement critical writing instruction
using culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP).
Mentor Texts as Models Only
During the first semester of co-teaching writing methods, we included a
mentor text set assignment that students used throughout their writing unit to build
genre awareness. The texts were used as models to help students learn how to build
genre awareness through reading like a writer (Ray, 1999; Smith, 1983). Reading like
a writer to build genre awareness involves the cognitive processes of noticing,
analyzing, and evaluating how texts are structured and how the writer presents
information for a specific audience and context (Ray, 1999). In reading like a writer,
students consider both the mandatory and flexible features and characteristics of texts
(Gallagher, 2011), which could include techniques authors use to start a story or the
way an author uses dashes to create emphasis.
The expectations for our course’s initial mentor text set assignment were
described as follows: Include a set of mentor texts that you will use to guide student
writing. Your text set should include all bibliographic information and a short
annotation that explains how and why the text is included in the set of mentor texts.
The annotation of the text included reading the text like a writer. Preservice teachers
were required to include at least five mentor texts, and were expected to describe the
features of the writing within the texts to show how they could use the text as a model
to develop writing skills. See figure 1 for an example text annotation.
Figure 1
Mentor Text Set as Models
Text 1
Owl Moon by Jane Yolen,
illustrated
by
John
Schoenherr

Annotation
Jane Yolen tells of a young girl’s owling adventure on a winter’s night
with her Pa. The characters whoo for the owls on their search. Finally,
an owl comes flying overhead and lands on a branch. The girl stands
in awe as she takes in the owling experience. The story is told in a
similar structure to verse and is full of non-literal language. Yolen’s
words seem carefully crafted to create a mood, describe the setting,
and reveal the importance of a seemingly unimportant event. This text
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creates a vivid mental picture through the use of rich figurative
language. The text shows how to create a story about a small-moment
event through a personal narrative.

Mentor Texts as Mirrors
Additionally, in our first semester co-teaching writing methods, we enrolled
in a doctoral seminar on trends and issues in research on children’s and young adult
literature. In the seminar, we studied the underrepresentation of culturally and
linguistically diverse literature and read children’s and young adult literature
scholars’ work. We learned how to purposefully audit the texts we used within our
course, much like teachers do in their classroom libraries (e.g., Crisp et al., 2016), and
intentionally select culturally relevant children’s literature (e.g., Zygmunt et al.,
2015). We, then, shifted the mentor texts in our writing course and course assignments
to revolve around diverse texts. We developed explicit expectations for the inclusion
of culturally and linguistically diverse texts in course assignments.
We made a significant change to our mentor text set assignment by giving
clear parameters. The mentor text set now included five texts: three texts with diverse
characters (racial, cultural, sexual orientation, people with disabilities); one text to
represent diverse social classes and/or geographic locations; one award-winning text;
and at least three texts published within the past 10 years. The last requirement was
important because many of our preservice teachers were selecting their favorite
childhood texts before we implemented this expectation; we wanted them to access
the wealth of knowledge from contemporary authors.
In the same doctoral seminar, we read More Mirrors in the Classroom: Using
Urban Children's Literature to Increase Literacy by Jane Fleming and colleagues.
From this book, we learned about the need for sequencing texts in a way that most
aligns with learners’ lived experiences before presenting the least familiar texts to
students. Knowing the importance of sequencing texts, we added a sequencing
rationale to the mentor text set assignment. Preservice teachers were required to
include bibliographic information, an annotation related to the writing within the text,
and a sequencing rationale (see figure 2).
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Figure 2
Mentor Text Set as Mirrors
Include a set of five (5) mentor texts that you will use to guide student writing. In selecting your texts, you should find texts
that include racially diverse characters, diverse social classes and geographical locations, and award winners.
In your text list, at least three (3) texts should include diverse characters or people (racial, cultural, sexual orientation, gender
identity, ability), one (1) text should include diverse social classes and/or geographic locations, one (1) text should be an
award winner. In addition, at least three (3) texts should have been written in the past 10 years.
Your text set should include the following components:
● Bibliographic Information - Author, illustrator, title, publisher, copyright date, genre (folklore, science
fiction/fantasy, realistic fiction, historical fiction, nonfiction or biography), culture represented (if applicable), social
class or geographic location represented (if applicable), and award (if applicable).
● Annotation - Explain how and why the text is included in the set of mentor texts. Your annotation should also
explain how this text will support writers in learning and using the craft and techniques of the author.
● Sequencing Rationale - Explain the order in which you are using the texts and why you will use this particular
order.
Example of Mentor Text List Bibliographic Information, Annotation, and Sequencing Rationale

Text 1

Bibliographic Information
Brown, Monica. Illustrated by Sara Palacios. Marisol McDonald Doesn’t Match/Marisol McDonald no
combina. Children’s Book Press, 2011. Realistic Fiction. Peruvian Scottish American.
Annotation
Monica Brown writes a story that illustrates an identity crisis of sorts. Marisol is told she doesn’t match
based on her parents, her freckles, and her choice of clothes. Her sense of identity is questioned by her
brother and her classmates at school. In the end, Marisol is more confident in herself and likes that she
doesn’t match because it makes her unique. This story is an example of a turning point as Marisol shows
how she discovers her confidence. Brown created a bilingual text that is also interlingual as certain Spanish
words are used in the English section of the text. This type of language use is something students will be
taught. Spanish speakers will be able to see how to use certain Spanish words that do not confuse the
reader, but rather add a linguistic and cultural component to the text. Even if students do not speak Spanish,
they will be able to use their home language to create a more authentic text. This could include informal
language that is unique to students’ homes. The text offers cultural and linguistic examples of how to show
the character’s or writer’s inner identity.
Sequencing Rationale
Marisol McDonald Doesn’t Match/Marisol McDonald no combina will be read second because it is set in
a familiar context, school and home, and it demonstrates how to include the writer’s identity in writing. By
sharing Monica Brown’s story with students, they will be able to see how Marisol reflects Monica Brown.
Brown often feels like she is mismatched. Students may resonate with this and use some of the techniques
Brown used (internal conflict, bilingual or interlingual text, dialogue, thought, every little action, etc.) to
successfully write a personal narrative.

The Evolution to Critical Mentor Text Sets
Our next change came from work we completed with teachers at a local
charter school. We worked with upper elementary teachers to create content-area text
sets that supported learners in building the requisite knowledge needed for the
school’s science curriculum (see Opatz & Nelson, 2022). We learned the value of
beginning with learners’ lived experiences to build disciplinary knowledge and
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wanted to find additional ways to integrate similar practices in our writing methods
course. This led us to further investigate asset-based pedagogies, specifically CSP
(Paris, 2012), which uses Ladson-Billings’ (1994, 1995) conceptualization of
culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) as the basis of the construct. Paris reimagined
CRP by including the term sustaining, which sought “to perpetuate and foster—to
sustain—linguistic, literate, and cultural pluralism as part of the democratic project of
schooling” (Paris, p. 95). Ladson-Billings (2014) agreed with Paris’ call for CRP to
evolve and referred to the proposed updates as a remix that changes to meet the needs
of the current generation.
As we further researched CSP, we became aware of the need to integrate CSP
in content-specific methods courses (Sleeter, 2008; Woodard et al., 2017). In
researching approaches specific to literacy instruction, we came across Muhammad’s
(2020) framework for historically responsive literacy instruction that focuses on
building students’ identities, skills, intellectualism, and criticality through layered
texts (collections of intellectually compelling multimodal texts). Next, we considered
how to use mentor texts for teaching writing in similar ways.
As we looked at our mentor text set assignment, we noticed that we were
already setting the expectations for the texts to represent diverse cultures and
languages, but we were not supporting preservice teachers in using texts to sustain
cultural and linguistic identities. We considered how Muhammad’s framework
presented an opportunity to extend the way we use mentor texts to intentionally go
beyond simply teaching about genres and author craft to engaging students in
exploring their identities and promoting anti-oppression. This was the moment we
conceptualized critical mentor text sets.
We combined the idea of a collection of mentor texts with Muhammad’s
(2020) concept of layered texts to create a critical mentor text set. We define a
critical mentor text set as a group of several texts written by diverse authors and
across multiple modes that facilitate understanding of a writing genre, and develop
students’ writer identities, skills, intellectualism, and criticality. We work through
three steps in developing a critical mentor text set: 1) Collect Texts; 2) Read Texts
Like a Writing Teacher; and 3) Transfer Techniques to Student Writing. Through
this process, we changed the criteria for the assignment to include six texts with the
addition of a text that illustrates translanguaging (see figure 3).
Figure 3
Critical Mentor Text Set Overview
Include a set of at least six (6) mentor texts that you will use to guide student writing. While your final text set should
include six texts, we encourage you to find more than six so that you have options in selecting the texts that will best
support writing instruction for your unit.
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In selecting your texts, you should find texts that include diverse characters (race, ethnicity, culture, gender identity, sexual
orientation, ability), diverse social classes and geographical locations, and award winners.
In your text list, at least three (3) texts should include diverse characters, people, or written by diverse authors, one (1) text
should include diverse social classes and/or geographic locations, one (1) text should be an award winner, one (1) text
should include translanguaging (i.e., dialects or other languages), and your texts should be balanced between female and
male characters. In addition, at least three (3) texts in the text set should have been written in the past 10 years. Your text
set should include the following components:

●
●
●
●
●
●

Bibliographic Information - Author, illustrator, title, publisher, copyright date, genre (folklore, science
fiction/fantasy, realistic fiction, historical fiction, nonfiction or biography), and award (if applicable).
Summary - Write a short summary (about 1 paragraph) for each text. Include the major character(s), setting (if
relevant), and plotline.
Identity - Explain how the text will act as mirrors to students in the classroom (what diverse populations are
portrayed? what diverse authors are represented?). Compose a short paragraph for each text to describe the
identities of the character(s), the author/illustrator, and how the text can act as a mirror to students.
Skills/Writing Lessons - Explain what skills the text addresses and how you will use the text to teach specific
writing lessons to move students closer to their end product. Make a list of the specific skills and writing
techniques this text can teach.
Intellectualism -Consider how each text can help students develop their intellectualism about the type of
writing and how writing is liberating, empowering, and can be a transformative act. Compose a short paragraph
for each text to describe how the text helps students develop their intellectualism about the type of writing you
are using in your unit.
Criticality - Explain how the text will be used to develop students' criticality by examining issues of power and
oppression and how the text fosters anti-oppression. Compose a short paragraph for each text to describe how
the text helps students consider issues of power and privilege and can ultimately promote anti-oppression.

Resources for Finding High-Quality Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Texts
○
Diverse Bookfinder
○
Social Justice Books
○
Kids Like Us
○
We Need Diverse Books
○
Worlds of Words
○
Lee & Low Publisher

After gathering texts, preservice teachers read each text like a writing
teacher using Marchetti and O’Dell’s (2015) method of interrogating the text to
determine the textual features, patterns of the genre, and how the text can be used
to support students' writing. This first reading helps preservice teachers consider
the writing skills each text can teach. Then, they read the texts through the lens of
Muhammad’s (2020) framework and consider how each text supports identity
development, intellectualism, and criticality. Once preservice teachers have read
their texts and selected those best suited for their unit plan, they record the
bibliographic information and craft a summary of the text. Preservice teachers,
then, consider the diverse populations represented in the text and explain how the
text, as well as the author and/or illustrator, can act as a mirror to students’
identities. Next, preservice teachers explain how the text can develop students’
intellectualism about writing in general and how it can be a liberating and
empowering act. Finally, preservice teachers describe how the text can support
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students’ criticality by providing opportunities to examine and discuss issues of
power and oppression, ultimately finding ways to promote anti-oppression (see an
example in figure 5).
Figure 5
Example of Text Annotation
BIBLIOGRAPHIC INFORMATION
Perkins, Mitali. Illustrated by Sara Palcios. Between Us and Abuela: A Family Story from the Border. Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 2019. Américas Award; Charlotte Huck Honor Award.
SUMMARY
Maria and her younger brother Juan travel with their mother to the California-Mexico border to visit their grandmother and
exchange Christmas gifts. When Juan’s gift doesn’t fit through the border fence, Maria devises a plan to get her brother’s
gift to her grandmother.
IDENTITY
This text centers on Latinx characters and was illustrated
by a Latinx illustrator. It can serve as a mirror to Latinx
students through the characters and also mentor their
writer identities as they can see how the illustrator who is
like them has created a book. While Mitali Perkins is not
Latinx, she is a U.S. immigrant, who can mentor students
demonstrating how an immigrant can become an author.
Between Us and Abuela also shows how to construct an
interlingual text, which can mentor students in their
linguistic identities.

SKILLS/TECHNIQUES
●
Writing about one small moment
●
Multiple narrative arcs (larger arc with the conflict
of having to visit Abuela at the border; smaller arc
with getting Juan’s gift to Grandma)
●
Using an engaging lead - starting by introducing a
character
●
Using descriptive imagery and figurative language
●
Interlingual text
●
Incorporating dialogue

INTELLECTUALISM
Between Us and Abuela helps develop students’
intellectualism by showing how telling stories can
increase awareness of different issues. Perkins describes
the importance of showing an uncommon story about the
border in an interview with the School Library Journal.

CRITICALITY
Between Us and Abuela develops criticality through
discussions of power and privilege relating to immigration. In
the text, the border wall becomes a character. The book
highlights issues in visiting family across the U.S.-Mexico
border and the negative stereotypes against immigrants. By
bringing up these issues, students can discuss ways to bring
about social change and consider immigration solutions.

Preservice Teachers Stepping into Critical Mentor Text Sets
Creating critical mentor text sets allowed preservice teachers to select highquality texts that foster writing development, and, more importantly, sustain
cultural and linguistic identities. The shift to critical mentor text sets amplified
preservice teachers’ unit plans. For instance, preservice teachers went beyond skill
development to include explicit examples of critical writing instruction using CSP
that will foster students’ identities while building their knowledge of the power of
language and writing. Further, preservice teachers came to class eager to engage in
critical conversations around oppression in the texts they selected, recognizing the
potential critical mentor text sets have to foster important conversations in the
classroom.
As we reflect on the evolution of our text set assignment, we recognize the
value of critical mentor text sets to sustain learners’ cultural and linguistic
identities. We find hope in teaching the next generation of teachers who embrace
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critical mentor text sets and engage in conversations that promote anti-oppression
while illuminating the potential writing has to change lives. While we recognize the
strength of critical mentor text sets, we also know that our text set assignment will
continue to evolve just like our world and realities.
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